
National Transportation Safety Board 
Washington, D.C. 20594 

Date: January 5 ,  19'33 

In r e p l y  r e f e r  to:  M-89-156 

Honorable William P. Clements, J r .  
Governor of Texas 
Austin, Texas 78711 

On Thursday, November 10, 1988, a t  0715 cen t r a l  s tandard  t ime,  t h e  
650-foot-long Swedish au to  c a r r i e r  FIGARO co l l ided  w i t h  t h e  921-foot- long 
French t ank  vessel CAMARGUE while both ves se l s  were inbound i n  t h e  entrance 
channel t o  Galveston Bay, Texas. The CAMARGUE was p a r t i a l l y  loaded w i t h  
crude o i l  and was bound f o r  Texas Ci ty .  The FIGARO, p a r t i a l l y  loaded with 
var ious  types  of veh ic l e s ,  was bound f o r  t h e  Barbours C u t  con ta ine r  te rmina l ,  
l oca t ed  a t  t h e  head of Galveston Bay.' 

Af t e r  t h e  Houston p i l o t  boarded t h e  FIGARO a t  0700 t o  p i l o t  t h e  vessel  
i n t o  Galveston Bay and t h e  Houston Ship Channel, he again observed t h e  l a r g e r  
inbound vessel  approximately 1/2 mile ahead. He ordered f u l l  ahead on t h e  
engine and s e l e c t e d  a course of 300°--a course t h a t  would keep t h e  FIGARO 
o u t s i d e  the northern edge of t h e  Galveston Bay Entrance Channel as  t h e  vessel  
approached t h e  No. 4 buoy. Two minutes a f t e r  boarding t h e  FIGARO (0702), t h e  
p i l o t  radioed t h e  tankship  CAMARGUE and requested permission t o  overtake t h e  
CAMARGUE on one w h i s t l e  ( i t s  s ta rboard  s i d e ) .  A t  t h a t  t ime,  he informed t h e  
CAMARGUE t h a t  t h e  FIGARO would e n t e r  the channel a t  t h e  No. 4 buoy. Since 
t h e r e  was s u f f i c i e n t  depth f o r  t h e  FIGARO t o  remain o u t s i d e  the channel,  t h e  
p i l o t  be l ieved  t h a t  he could overtake and pass the CAMARGUE and e n t e r  t h e  
channel southeas t  of buoy No. 4. The p i l o t  of t h e  FIGARO t o l d  t h e  master 
t h a t  he had rou t ine ly  overtaken and passed l a r g e r  vessels i n  the channel and 
t h a t  t h e  " f a s t e r  ships always go ahead." The p i l o t  d i d  not  cons ider  
remaining a s t e rn  of t h e  CAMARGUE even though he knew t h a t  the tankship  was 
bound f o r  Texas Ci ty  and would soon e x i t  t h e  Houston channel.  By remaining 
astern of  t h e  CAMARGUE u n t i l  t h a t  vessel  ex i t ed  t h e  Houston Channel, t h e  
FIGARO would only have been delayed about 20 minutes. Furthermore, t h e  p i l o t  
d i d  not  i nqu i r e  about the time t h e  vessel  was scheduled f o r  work a t  t h e  
t e rmina l .  The FIGARO was not  scheduled f o r  work a t  the terminal  u n t i l  1300; 
consequent ly ,  t h e r e  was more than s u f f i c i e n t  time f o r  the FIGARO t a  reach i t s  

'For m o r e  d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  r e a d  M a r i n e  A c c i d e n t  R e p o r t - - " C o l l i s i o n  
B e t w e e n  t h e  S w e d i s h  A u t o  C a r r i e r  F I C A R O  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  T a n k s h i p  C A M A R G U E  
G a l v e s t o n  B a y  E n t r a n c e ,  N o v e m b e r '  10, 1900'' ( N T S B / M A R " 8 9 / 0 7 ) .  
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te rmina l  w i thou t  over tak ing  vessels i n  the  channel. The ac t ions  o f  t h e  p i l o t  i 
dur ing  t h e  f i r s t  few minutes aboard the  F IGARO suggest t h a t  he was determined 
t o  over take t h e  CAMARGUE and d i d  not consider o the r  f a c t o r s  i n  h i s  dec is ion.  

A t  approximately 0708, t h e  FIGARO was abeam o f  t h e  seabuoy and t h e  speed 
of t h e  auto c a r r i e r  had increased t o  about 15 knots.  The course recorder  
t r a c e  o f  t h e  FIGARO i nd i ca tes  t h a t  a t  approximately t h e  same t ime, o r  s h o r t l y  
be fore  0708, t h e  p i l o t  a l t e r e d  t h e  vesse l ' s  course s low ly  t o  p o r t  i n  2O 
increments u n t i l  0710 a t  which t ime t h e  vessel was s teadied on a heading o f  
294O; t h i s  heading was maintained f o r  t h e  next  1 1/2 minutes u n t i l  0711:30, 
o r  3.5 minutes be fore  impact. The p i l o t ' s  dec i s ion  t o  a l t e r  t h e  FIGARO's 
course s low ly  t o  p o r t  i s  cons is ten t  w i t h  h i s  i n t e n t  t o  pass t h e  CAMARGUE and 
e n t e r  t h e  channel before reaching the  No. 4 buoy. Furthermore, t h e  p i l o t ' s  
dec i s ion  t o  a l t e r  the  course t o  p o r t  and pass between t h e  buoy and the  
tanksh ip  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  he s t i l l  had no concern about t h e  over tak ing  
maneuver. 

The master and the  p i l o t  o f  t h e  FIGARO, bo th  w i t h  many years o f  
sh iphand l ing  experience, had probably  experienced the  e f f e c t s  o f  hydrodynamic 
fo rces  such as bank suc t ion ,  s lope bottom, i n t e r a c t i o n ,  and nonuniform 
c u r r e n t  f l o w  a t  var ious  times du r ing  t h e i r  careers.  Furthermore, most p i l o t s  
and shipmasters, as a consequence o f  many years o f  experience, are aware, t o  
a g rea te r  o r  l e s s e r  ex ten t ,  o f  these e f f e c t s  i n  maneuvering vessels, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  an over tak ing  s i t u a t i o n .  However, t h e  onset and magnitude o f  
these fo rces  depends on many parameters i nc lud ing  sh ip  s izes  and shapes; 
separat ion d is tances ;  vessel speeds; water depths and bottom contours;  and 
cu r ren t  d i r e c t i o n ,  speed, and g rad ien t .  ' Iherefore, i t  i s  very  d i f f i c u l t  t o  
p r e d i c t  t h e  onset and magnitude o f  these forces,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  conf ines  
o f  a channel such as the  Galveston Bay Entrance Channel. 

By r e s t r i c t i n g  t h e  movement o f  l a r g e  vessels (120,000 dwt o r  over)  t o  
day1 i g h t  hours w i t h  two p i l o t s  aboard, t h e  Galveston-Texas City p i l o t s  
acknowledged t h a t  t h e  l a r g e r  vessels pose an a d d i t i o n a l  r i s k  when t r a n s i t i n g  
t h e  area. Despi te  the  r e s t r i c t i o n  by t h e  Galveston-Texas C i t y  p i l o t s  on t h e  
movement o f  these l a r g e r  vessels i n  the  channels, the  Houston p i l o t  onboard 
t h e  FIGARO cont inued t o  overtake and pass l a r g e  vessels on a r o u t i n e  bas is .  
The Safe ty  Board be l i eves  t h a t  shiphandlers should no t  at tempt t o  overtake 
l a r g e  d r a f t  vessels i n  t h e  entrance channels t o  Galveston Bay because i t  i s  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  p r e d i c t  t h e  onset o f  t h e  var ious  hydrodynamic forces.  
Accord ing ly ,  t h e  Safe ty  Board urges t h e  Coast Guard t o  p r o h i b i t  vessels over 
120,000 dwt t o  overtake, o r  be overtaken by, o the r  deep d r a f t  oceangoing 
vessels  i n  t h e  entrance channels t o  Galveston Bay. 

Therefore,  t h e  Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  Safe ty  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  
S ta te  o f  Texas: 

Require t h e  Houston Board o f  P i l o t  Commissioners t o  amend 
t h e  Rules and Regulat ions Governing P i l o t  and P i l o t a g e  on 
t h e  Houston Ship Channel between t h e  Galveston Bar and 
Turn ing Basin t o  p r o h i b i t  vessels over 120,000 dwt t o  
over take,  o r  be overtaken by, o the r  deep d r a f t  oceangoing 



3 

vessels i n  the  entrance channels t o  Galveston Bay. 
(Class 11, P r i o r i t y  Act ion)  (M-89-156) 

The Nat ional  Transpor tat ion Safety  Board i s  an independent Federal 
agency w i t h  t h e  s t a t u t o r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  'I.. . t o  promote t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  
s a f e t y  by conduct ing independent accident i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  and by fo rmu la t i ng  
s a f e t y  improvement recommendations" (Pub l i c  Law 93-633). The Safety  Board i s  
v i t a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  any a c t i o n  taken as a r e s u l t  o f  i t s  s a f e t y  
recommendations. Therefore, i t  would apprec iate a response from you 
regard ing a c t i o n  taken o r  contemplated w i t h  respect  t o  t h e  recommendation i n  
t h i s  l e t t e r .  

Also,  t h e  Safety  Board issued Safety Recommendations M-89-153 through 
-155 t o  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard; M-89-157 t o  t h e  P o r t  o f  Houston A u t h o r i t y  P i l o t  
Board; M-89-158 and -159 t o  the  Houston P i l o t s ;  and M-89-160 and -161 t o  t h e  
Galveston-Texas City P i l o t s .  

KOLSTAD, Ac t i ng  Chairman, and BURNETT, LAUBER, NALL and DICKINSON, 
Members, concurred i n  t h i s  recommendation. 

Please r e f e r  t o  Safety Recommendation M-89-156 i n  your  r e p l y .  

James L. Kols tad 
Ac t i ng  Chairman 


